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The field of psychoactive plant research, particularly in the
search for new treatments for psychological and neurological
disorders, has grown considerably in the last decade. This book
summarizes the evidence on stimulant, cognitive-enhancing,
sedative and anxiolytic activity exhibited by several popular
herbs, focusing on how they work, how effective they are, and
what is known about their safety. These include preparations that
most of us consume daily without considering them as
psychoactive herbs, namely tobacco and coffee. It also examines
herbs for the treatment of mental illness, herbal painkillers and
herbal hallucinogens. The author is an authoritative scientist and
researcher with decades of experience in this area. The text is
well written, concise and factual. With over 30 pages of
bibliography it is well referenced. In my view, this is an
outstanding summary of plant-based psychoactive drugs and
should be added to the essential reading list on this subject.
Chapter 1 presents a brief introduction into the use of plants as
medicines, including what herbal medicines are, how they are
used, and why people used and continue to use them. Chapter 2
focuses on brain function and gives a simple background to
neurobiology and neurochemistry. This lays a good foundation
for Chapter 3 which is a comprehensive summary into how drugs
work, from the moment they are ingested to their actions on
certain targets in the brain until their elimination from the body.
The body, comprising five chapters, is dedicated to herbs used for
different types of mental disorders, specifically stimulant,
cognition-enhancing, sedative, anti-anxiety, antidepressant, anti-
psychotic, and analgesic species. The last two chapters deal with
so-called recreational drugs, namely herbal hallucinogens and
cannabis. The book concludes with a chapter on drug use, abuse
and addiction, and its treatment and prevention.
One criticism is that the references are not cited in the text
but are in the bibliography organized per chapter in the back of
the book. However, it is an easy-reading overview of medicinal
herbs used for mental health. It lives up to the title, a “Concise
Handbook of Psychoactive Herbs” and covers most of the key
facts and will be of interest to a wide range of people, including
Botanists, Biochemists, Pharmacologists, Health Care Practi-
tioners, Teachers and Students; it may however leave experts in
the field wanting more.
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Understanding Medicinal Plants: Their Chemistry and
Therapeutic Action is designed to teach the chemical concepts
necessary to understand the actions of medicinal plants to
people who are intimidated by chemistry. This illustrated
(unfortunately, not in colour), clearly written guide explores the
molecules of medicinal plants and the pharmacology behind
their actions on the human body. Bryan Hanson's experience
as a chemistry teacher at DePauw University in Indiana has
influenced his writing in the skill at which he presents chemical
concepts in an approachable, logical manner without compro-
mising accuracy or sounding patronizing.
The book covers the essentials, including; understanding the
symbolism of chemical structure, chemical bonding and predict-
ing useful properties, important plant compounds, isolation and
purification of plant molecules, drug delivery and action in the
human body and identification of plant molecules. The book
concludes with in-depth case studies of Ayahuasca, Ginkgo, and
Cancer treatments as a way of demonstrating how the reader can
apply their newly-acquired chemical understanding. The book
will be valuable to members of the general public who have an
interest in herbal remedies, Health Practitioners, Ethnobotanists,
Pharmacologists and Students of complementary medicine.
Gary I. Stafford
Research Centre for Plant Growth and Development,
School of Biological Sciences and Conservation Sciences,
University of KwaZulu-Natal Pietermaritzburg,
Private Bag X01, Scottsville 3209, South Africa
E-mail address: StaffordG@ukzn.ac.za.
doi:10.1016/j.sajb.2009.06.002
doi:10.1016/j.sajb.2009.06.007
